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SHIFT: Grief and the pandemic's collateral 
damage 


There are so many people who have had to leave a loved one at a hospital, only never to see 
them again. 
Lisa Machado (https://www.healthing.ca/author/Imachado) 5 minute read May 17, 2021 





So many of us are navigating loss during a lonely time. GETTY 


There's this thing about grief. 


It's complicated and painful — in a sharp, stabbing sort of way. At first, it’s 
like you can't breathe, you may feel that maybe you just might die too. 
Sometimes there are tears, other times just ... nothing. 


When you know it’s coming, for example, if the person you love is sick, the 
idea of losing them is heart-wrenching awfulness, but somewhere in your 
mind, you might be bracing yourself for the hurt — even if just a little. If you 
are lucky, you use this time to whisper sweet nothings, hold hands and talk 
about why your world will never be the same after they're gone. And when 
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they leave you forever, the pain of loss and being left is suffocating, but 
maybe there is some small comfort in the fact that your person died 
knowing how you felt, and that you have been left knowing how they felt 
about you. 


For many of us during the pandemic, losing someone has meant not having 
time to prepare, to chat and to tie up loose ends. It's also meant that 
sadness and grief occurs at a distance — sometimes the goodbyes have to 
be said virtually, with a healthcare worker holding a device to the ear of a 
loved one. Sometimes there is no goodbye. Regardless, those left behind 
are weighed down by the words they didn't get to say and the embraces 
they didn't get to share — we feel numb, guilty and so, so alone. Some of us 
are a little angry, too, inconsolable and lost. 


These are just some of the feelings that dozens of people described in the 
many emails, tweets and messages in response to my piece about how it 
felt to lose my brother (https://www.healthing.ca/wellness/opinion/shift-the- 

So many people — in pain and grief, desperately trying to move through 
their complicated emotions — took the time to share what unexpected and 
distant loss has been like for them during this pandemic. There are so 
many people who have had to leave a loved one at a hospital, only never to 
see them again. 
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In fact, the response was so touching — and worrying — that the Healthing 
team has begun work on a series looking at grief: what loss causes us to 
feel, how did our healthcare system get to a place where people are being 
left to die alone, and most importantly, how can loved ones recover from 
these devastating losses and emerge emotionally and mentally intact. 


A study published in the American Journal of Psychiatry 
(https://ajp.psychiatryonline.org/doi/10.1176/appi.ajp.2014.13081132? 
url_ver=Z39.88- 
20038rfr_id=ori%3Arid%3Acrossref.org&rfr_dat=cr_pub%3Dpubmed&) took a look 
at the link between the unexpected death of a loved one and the 
development of psychiatric disorders over a lifetime. The researchers found 
that the unexpected loss of a loved one was associated with a marked 
increase in panic disorders, phobias, post-traumatic stress disorder, 
depression and anxiety in those who experienced such loss. They also 
observed that while “any death of a loved one can be emotionally 
devastating, unexpected deaths provoke strong reactions” because there is 
less time to prepare and adapt. Not being able to say goodbye can also 


make the loss more difficult to accept (https://dying.lovetoknow.com/ideas- 
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advice-coping-grief/how-deal-grief-when-you-cant-say-goodbye) , feel less real, 
more painful and extend the mourning process. 


Tell this to anyone mired in the grief of unexpectedly losing someone 
important to them, and they won't even flinch. For the many people who 
shared their experiences with me, their sadness was a heavy fog that 
clouded every aspect of their lives — unfinished business that was pushing 
out the good things and making anxiety and depression easy, and 
completely and utterly understandable. 


One of the things that can make loss feel so insurmountable is what 
psychiatrists call the “couldas, wouldas, shouldas,” also known as hindsight 
bias. Hindsight bias, sometimes called the “I-knew-it-all-along” effect 

look back on an unpredictable event as if we knew what was going to 
happen all along. For example, my brother died after a liver biopsy. In 
hindsight, | feel | should have stopped him from having the procedure. If 
only ... 


We search for sense in the seemingly senseless, writes Eleanor Haley on 
the website What's Your Grief (https://whatsyourgrief.com/known- 


understanding-hindsight-bias-grief/), adding that it’s the “most instinctual 
coping mechanism.” It makes sense, then, that many of the people who 








wrote to me said things like, “I shouldn't have left her at the hospital,” or “l 
wish | would have insisted on being allowed to visit.” 


Certainly, robbing people of the chance to sit with their sick loved ones and 
to provide comfort and support is just one of the many tragedies of the 
pandemic. And forcing people to say goodbye to their loved ones at a 
distance, or not at all, or only allowing visitation after a death, will have 
mental health consequences for all of us long into the future. Add to this 
the inability to physically connect with family and friends to observe typical 
mourning traditions, and well, it's clear that this is just one more example of 
the pandemics collateral damage. 


COVID-19 has tested us in a thousand ways, but certainly we have not 
forgotten the importance of dignity for the dying and respect for their loved 
ones. Have we? 


If you have a story of loss that you would like to share, we want to hear from 
you. Email me at Imachado@postmedia.com. 
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COMMENTS 


Postmedia is committed to maintaining a lively but civil forum for discussion and encourage 





all readers to share their views on our articles. Comments may take up to an hour for 
moderation before appearing on the site. We ask you to keep your comments relevant and 
respectful. We have enabled email notifications—you will now receive an email if you receive a 
reply to your comment, there is an update to a comment thread you follow or if a user you 
follow comments. Visit our community guidelines (https://pages.postmedia.com/community- 
guidelines/) for more information and details on how to adjust your email 
(https://pages.postmedia.com/community-guidelines/#FAQ8) settings. 
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